In-depth interviewing practice in post-compulsory vocational education and training research in Australia from 1993 to 2005 by Melville, BJ
IN-DEPTH INTERVIEWING PRACTICE 
IN POST-COMPULSORY VOCATIONAL 
EDUCATION AND TRAINING 
RESEARCH IN AUSTRALIA 
FROM 1993 TO 2005
by
Bernice J. Melville
Diploma of Teaching (UTS)
Bachelor of Education (Technical) (UTS) 
Master of Education (Adult Education) (UTS)
A thesis submitted for the Degree of 
Doctor of Philosophy 




I certify that the work in this thesis has not previously been 
submitted for a degree nor has it been submitted as part of 
requirements for a degree except as fully acknowledged within 
the text.
I also certify that the thesis has been written by me. Any help 
that I have received in my research work and the preparation of 
the thesis itself has been acknowledged. In addition, I certify that 
all information sources and literature used are indicated in the 
thesis.
B J Melville: Certificate of A uthorship 11
Acknowledgements and appreciation
In all stages of the development of a thesis there are always people who contribute in a 
variety of ways. This thesis is no exception. My purpose here is not only to acknowledge 
but also to thank those who have individually and collectively facilitated, inspired, 
supported, critiqued and cajoled along the way, thus opening spaces for exploration and 
discovery.
To those who provided inspiration
Beryl Daley the most inspiring mentor a mature-aged female student could ever hope to 
have.
Associate Professor Michael Kaye who, before his untimely death, quietly encouraged 
and planted the thought that the doing of a PhD was possible.
To my Principal Supervisor
The forever patient and meticulous Dr Shirley Saunders who advised, critiqued, 
facilitated, guided and supported and in so doing gave unstintingly of her time.
To my Co-supervisors at various stages
Dr Helen McGregor a role model and an inspiration;
Dr John McIntyre who suggested ‘I should dip my toes’ into postmodernism; and 
Dr Tony Brown who provided useful comments and ‘fresh eyes’ in the latter stages.
To my participants
Who cared enough about interviewing to tell me their stories. I am deeply indebted to 
‘Alan’, ‘Alice’, ‘Ben’, ‘Brad’, ‘Ellen’, ‘Greg’, ‘Fiona’, ‘Janet’, ‘Joan’, ‘Lee’, ‘Joan’, 
‘Maggie’, ‘Natalie’, ‘Peter’, ‘Richard’, ‘Roberta’ and ‘Stuart’. Without them there 
would have been no story to tell.
To the writing group
Professor Alison Lee and members of the staff writing group who were well ahead of me 
in the process of their degrees but who took me into their space.
To my special friends and colleagues
Jill Molan whose request to me to be a ‘sounding board’ for her understandings from 
readings for her doctorate developed into a weekly breakfast reading and discussion 
partnership that provided a safe space to discuss ‘new’ things; Donna Rooney who was 
always ‘there’ and took a special (challenging) interest in the research process; Geof 
Hawk whose knowledge of VET bodies, policy, strategies and systems was invaluable; 
and Associate Professor Roger Morris who shared his knowledge of ‘the early days’ of 
adult learning.
There were other friends and colleagues who participated in the preliminary stages and 
pilot interviews and who provided useful feedback, support and friendship along the 
way: Mez Egg; Bob Gowing; Kerry Harman; Jan Harrison; Meeri Hellsten, Jacqui
B J Melville: Acknowledgements iii
Stone, David Taylor; and Carolyn Williams. Also Marion Burford who introduced me to 
Leximancer, Narelle Smith (UTS) who set me on track for appropriate construction of 
tables; Dick Roebuck and Fred Bevan (Griffith University) for sourcing back issues of 
Conference Proceedings; and Lea-anne Hams from NCVER Library who answered 
questions in relation to early NCVER and helped source needed documents.
...and other friends who were just ‘there’...
And last and especially to
My very special family who gave me space and understanding as a ‘part-time mother’ 
and ‘Nanna’ in recent years.
B J Melville: Acknowledgements iv
Prologue
Increasingly, qualitative researchers are realizing that interviews are not 
neutral tools of data gathering but active interactions between two or more 
people leading to negotiated, contextually based results.
(Fontana & Frey 2000, p.646)
To illustrate the interactional process of an interview I use an analogy from my 
childhood. I recall that as a child I would look at clean, fresh, inviting sheets of paper 
and wonder what words and drawings might ‘appear’ on that paper, being mindful that 
nothing would appear without action on my part.
How and why did a particular image appear? The images on those pages depended not 
only on the levels of my writing or drawing skills but also on particular trigger(s), the 
way I felt, what 1 was thinking about, my past life experiences, where I was as well as 
my knowledge of the subject. In addition, those images also depended on the other 
‘actors’ (although I would not have used such a term way back then). These ‘other 
actors’ were the papers and the types of markers 1 used. If I had no previous experience 
of interacting with that particular paper or those particular pens or crayons, then I needed 
to adapt, modify, experiment and draw on knowledge acquired from other experiences.
It seemed to me that this was not very different from the interactional process of an in­
depth interview. An interview conversation is to some extent the outcome of the 
combination of interpersonal skills, how I feel as the interviewer, what I am thinking 
about, where I am, my knowledge of the topic and my knowledge informed by my 
socio-cultural experience. However, if the other ‘actors’ - the respondents and the 
physical situation - (like the markers and the paper in my childhood), seem in anyway 
different from those I have previously experienced, I then adapt, modify, experiment and 
bring knowledge from my socio-cultural experience to the interview.
This thesis explores how one specific group of researchers describe their experiences as 
in-depth interviewers.
B J Melville: Prologue v
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Abstract
I came to this study as a practitioner/researcher/student, having worked as an educator in 
post-compulsory and vocational education and later as a research project officer required 
to conduct in-depth interviews. This thesis emerged from an awareness of the potential 
influence my (in)abilities to gather ‘rich’ interview data might have on research 
outcomes. How did other researchers/interviewers and I develop the appropriate 
abilities? What skills were involved and were there other factors? To examine such 
issues I located the study in my field of work - that of post-compulsory vocational 
education and training research (PCVETR) in Australia using accounts from individual 
in-depth research interviewers.
My eclectic research approach resulted in a reflexive mixed method interpretive study. 
The research design began with a document analysis of two international PCVETR peak 
publications published in Australia to ascertain the extent of usage of in-depth 
interviews by authors (CD of data included). The period from 1993 until 2005 showed a 
steady increase in the inclusion of articles/papers using in-depth interview data with a 
little over a third of all articles/papers in these publications using data from in-depth 
interviewing.
From the document analysis, eighteen researchers/authors were identified as having used 
in-depth interviews and were surveyed and interviewed about their research experiences 
and practices. These experiences were located in a time of change, both in PCVETR 
policy and systems and available research perspectives and methodologies thus 
providing a rich research context and a broad palette of research techniques.
In their perspectives on using in-depth interviewing the researchers demonstrated how 
they managed both routine and non-routine tasks. While none of these had been 
specifically trained as research interviewers they could discuss what experiences they 
had drawn on to develop their practice in in-depth interviewing and could provide advice 
for novice interviewers. From these findings, together with Kemmis’ (2006) Features of 
Practice, I proposed a new conceptual framework for in-depth interviewing practice that 
included, but went beyond, core skills to represent the nature of in-depth interviewing 
practice within a PCVETR Community of Practice. The proposed conceptual framework 
encompassed three major influencing factors (i) contextual (meaning and purpose), (ii) 
organisational (temporal, systemic, structural) and (iii) individual (personal) factors.
I argued that any proposed training for in-depth interviewing in PCVETR should be 
conceptualised as being more than core skills. Training should also develop researchers’ 
awareness of the potential influence of factors identified in the proposed conceptual 
framework for the practice of in-depth interviewing. Such training should enable 
researchers to take account of the underpinning meaning and purpose, the temporal 
location within an historical context, and evolving research methods pertaining to their 
practice as well as the skills and life and professional experiences they might bring to a 
research study.
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